Political opinion polling perceived in new light

When the International Republican Institute (IRI) began its public opinion polling program in Kenya, polls were controversial. There was no accepted tradition of election opinion polling or polling on any other subject in Kenya. All too often, political leaders rejected results that do not show them in the most favorable light, without examining the methodology behind the polls or understanding their purpose. When the first poll was reported in December 2000, the Kenya Times Headline was, “US Body indicts reform groups”. Not only did they misrepresent whose opinion the poll presented, they also misquoted the methodology. Nevertheless, through IRI, USAID funded a series of training workshops for politicians and journalists on polling use and methodologies, and financed key professionally conducted polls, these efforts are changing negative perceptions of polling in Kenya. 

IRI conducted a potentially contentious poll on the constitutional review process, capturing citizen views on the Constitutional Review Commission of Kenya’s (CKRC) performance and on a variety of proposals for reforming the structure and function of the Kenya Government under a new constitution. Rather than shying away from the results, the CKRC encouraged IRI to present them publicly. These results were widely covered by the Kenyan media. All of the major papers featured articles on the poll, and a number of the TV and radio stations, including the government-controlled KBC, commented on the poll’s findings both in English and Swahili. 

IRI’s 2002 presidential polls conducted by a Kenya-based polling firm, the Strategic Public Relations and Research Limited, between November 7th  and 10th surveying 3,000 registered Kenyan voters showed that 68 per cent of the voters intended to vote for the then opposition candidate, Mr. Mwai Kibaki of the National Rainbow Coalition (NARC) party. Mr. Mwai Kibaki won the 2002 December, 27th elections by 62 percent, proving beyond doubt that properly conducted polls can be accurate predictions. Media reports now focus on the results and the purpose and political parties are taking note. The media has began to closely examine and criticize polls released with questionable methodologies, and has commissioned several polls from reputable local polling firms in the country on a variety of issues, with a number of journalists and editors citing IRI’s training as an impetus for these efforts.
